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How far will we go to protect the ones we love?

[image: image]

Steele Walker has one chance to save his job at the family newspaper. Terrorists have kidnapped a Hollywood star, and he’s landed an interview with the grieving mother. Even better, the granddaughter who hasn’t been heard from in years shows up on the doorstep. It’s the story of a lifetime, and all he has to do is deliver.

Kira March left home vowing never to return. But with her father kidnapped and her grandmother cracking under media pressure, it’s up to her to destroy all evidence of a guarded family secret. Yet as the hours pass, she finds herself falling for the very man who could destroy her. And when Steele comforts her in the wake of a midnight tragedy, he remembers why it’s a bad idea to get emotionally involved with an interview subject. 

Especially when the family name is on the line.
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10:00 a.m.
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STEELE KNEW IT WAS going to be a long day when he woke up and couldn’t remember the name of the woman lying beside him. His head pounded. His stomach rumbled. Late morning sun slanted across his face, and he squinted. He lifted himself onto an elbow and ran one hand over his stubbled jaw, then rolled over and stared at a wall he didn’t recognize. The sound came again, the one that had jerked him from sleep. Somewhere across the room, his cell phone beeped.

“Babe?” A manicured hand snaked out from the covers and caressed his bare chest. “Everything okay?”

Babe? He blinked and the room swam into focus. “Yeah.” He slipped from between satin sheets, planted one foot on a throw rug, and ended up on his ass next to the bed. She giggled.

He swore under his breath and pulled himself up. The room was small, decorated in pinks and lavenders. A collection of candles sat on a pink-and-white dresser across the room and, for one horrifying moment, he thought a Hello Kitty stuffed animal stared at him with black plastic eyes. He shook his head and looked again, and the cat changed into a pink dragon with wings. Still a stuffed animal, though. Near the door, his keys, phone, and boxers lay in a heap beside a leopard-print bra and something made of clingy red fabric.

Again. I did it again. Maybe his father was right after all. He searched the bedroom until he found the golf shirt and shorts he remembered wearing the night before. Shots of tequila, he recalled now. And a blonde at the end of the bar with a gorgeous rack and pouty lips who wouldn’t stop staring at him. His two vices, served up neatly at The V-Spot, the local watering hole located at the end of his block.

Now he knew what day it was, because he only hit The V-Spot for their Thursday night wing special, which meant it was Friday. “Shit. I’m late.” Today was the day of his final interview with Francesca Morelli. He swore again and opened two doors before he found the bathroom.

He dug his phone from one pocket and scrolled through missed messages. Two from his coworker Collin, who really should’ve kept him from going home with a strange woman in the first place, and one from his high school buddy Ethan.

Hey u still at this #? We should catch up. Wait til u hear what happened last wknd.

Hell, he hadn’t heard from Ethan in forever, since before the guy’s wife died of cancer. Now he was checking in like they’d been casually texting for years? Steele was tempted to call him right there and then to get the details, but another notification went off on his phone, reminding him that he was missing the staff meeting. Which meant his father was already making snarky comments in his absence. Can’t wait, he texted instead, and set the phone on the edge of the sink.

He splashed water on his face and glanced outside. He might have started the night in familiar territory, but he had no idea where he was now. Not The V-Spot, not his block, and not anywhere close, if he had to guess. His mind’s eye framed the view almost unconsciously, assessing light and shadows. Upscale, downtown, not his usual neighborhood. Directly across the street sat a renovated warehouse, all black and chrome and tinted windows, probably one of San Francisco’s new nightclubs that had closed just a couple of hours earlier. To his right, an art gallery, a coffee shop, and a collection of narrow storefronts took up the rest of the block.

A teenager on a skateboard came riding into view, and Steele adjusted his focus. Buildings forgotten, he narrowed in on the kid’s face and black watch cap, the silver streak the skateboard made in the morning sun. His fingers twitched, hands empty. For a moment, he wished for his zoom lens, so he could concentrate on the blur of the wheels, the way the kid held his arms out for balance, the grayish-blue of the street—

He stopped himself. Not going to do that anymore, remember? No matter how good the shot. Photography doesn’t pay. It’s a pansy’s hobby, not a man’s. And anyway, he didn’t have time, especially this morning.

He palmed his cell and checked his voice mail. And then was sorry.

“Steele? Where are you? It’s past nine.” His father’s voice, cool and disapproving, sliced across the phone line.

“Yeah, I know,” he answered aloud as he slipped back into the bedroom. “Bite me.”

He glanced at the body still lying under the covers. A perfect body, too, with its curves and soft spots and sweet smells. For a moment, he considered tossing his phone out the nearest window, stripping down, and spending the rest of the day rediscovering the places he’d visited last night. She wouldn’t judge him. She wouldn’t comment at all, if last night was any indication.

“Babe?”

He wondered if she called him that because she didn’t remember his name either.

She sat up, not bothering to cover herself with the sheets. Model-thin, with a sprayed-on tan that covered every inch, she leaned back on her elbows and looked at him from under heavy eyelids. Amber, he remembered after a moment. Didn’t recall her last name, but it didn’t matter.

“Hey.” He sat on the edge of the bed. “I’ve gotta go to work.”

“You have that big interview with Edoardo Morelli today, right?”

Ah. So that was the story he’d told last night in the bar.

“Yeah,” he lied. “It’s the last one, too, so I gotta be on time.” But his interview wasn’t with Edoardo Morelli. It wasn’t with anyone near as famous or exotic. It was with Edoardo’s sixty-year-old mother, fading film icon Francesca Morelli, a recluse that lived in the hills of Napa Valley and refused almost everyone who came to her door. In her time, she’d been one hell of a sex symbol. Won multiple acting awards. Had affairs with married men and a couple of married women, too. But Steele didn’t think Amber would’ve been impressed by any of that last night. She, like pretty much everyone else he ran into, thought the sun rose and set on Edoardo Morelli, Francesca’s adopted son.

“Tell me about him. Can you? Like, what’s he like in person?” Her voice turned breathy, and Steele wondered if it were possible to be jealous of someone you had never met and didn’t stand a chance competing against. He’d had his choice of women back in high school, in college, and even now, but Steele Walker wasn’t a movie star. The closest he came was interviewing them. 

“What do you want to know?”

“Does he look the same in real life as he does in the movies?”

“Not exactly the same. They do a lot with makeup and lighting.”

She nodded, her eyes dreamy, and Steele thought it probably didn’t matter what he said, as long as the words “Edoardo” and “Morelli” were in the same sentence. The guy made mostly love stories and chick flicks, sappy stuff that made Steele want to puke. But he did it in both English and Italian, which made women swoon and men look up the cost of learning the Romance language.

Steele couldn’t stomach the guy’s movies, but that didn’t matter when it came to writing for The Chronicle. He’d do any interview assigned if it meant collecting a paycheck. Again the camera in his mind’s eye moved into place. Late morning light filtered through the curtains and cast a shadow along the sheets. He laced his hands behind his head and studied it. It was easier, somehow, to see the world through a lens, to catch it in a series of still-frames for later study, than to meet it head-on.

Especially with a raging hangover.

“You still in there?” She tapped him on the wrist.

He blinked. “Sorry. Just drifting a little.”

“Is it true, about him being adopted when he was almost dying?” She looked a little teary-eyed at the thought of today’s healthy, virile Edoardo Morelli being left for dead in a run-down Greek orphanage.

“Far as I know. Francesca was filming Closer to the Sun in Athens, and she got on this kick with the local orphanage. Gave them all kinds of money, spent weeks there with the kids, and fell in love with Edoardo.”

“He was probably adorable. Even then.”

“Actually, he was born with a club foot,” Steele said. Not many people knew that part of the story.

“Really?”

“Really. He hobbled around the orphanage begging for food. Didn’t even have regular crutches, just two sticks bound together with bandages that one of the nurses had made for him.” Steele warmed to the lie. The club foot part was true, at least according to Francesca. The makeshift crutches, he had no idea about. Didn’t matter. Amber was looking at him in awe. “Francesca saw him, and that was that. She brought him back to the States on the next plane. Took three surgeries to straighten out his foot.” Steele had actually seen photos of Edoardo as a little boy, leaning on crutches with a leg wrapped in plaster.

Her eyes grew even wider. “I never knew that.”

“Most people don’t.” It pleased Steele to have that nugget of knowledge about the otherwise perfect movie star, that one day he’d been crippled and flawed like the rest of the world.

Amber sighed again, and Steele wondered if she was picturing Edoardo Morelli in the bed beside her instead of him. He wasn’t used to coming in second in women’s fantasies.

She slipped from the sheets and reached for a pink robe. “Well, thanks for coming over. It was fun.”

He grabbed his keys and met her near the front door. He planted a kiss somewhere near her left ear and wound up with a mouthful of hair. “Yeah, it was.” He didn’t ask for her number and she didn’t offer it. No promises, no commitment, just a good old-fashioned, meaningless fuck. He only stopped to wonder if maybe, at thirty-one, he was getting a little old for meaningless fucks when he pulled out of Amber’s condo complex and still had no idea where he was.
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ONE HUNDRED MILES AWAY, Kira took a long drag on her cigarette.

“I thought you were trying to quit.”

“I thought you were gonna stop keeping me up all night.”

Scotty grinned and stubbed out his own cigarette. “You should know by now I never make promises like that. And neither will any producer you work for down in L.A.”

“I’m not taking the job, so I guess I don’t need to worry about it.”

“Then you’re an idiot.”

Maybe, but I’m a safe idiot. And that’s what matters.

Scotty, Kira’s best friend and partner in crime, hunched forward and studied the screen in front of them. Film credits scrolled across a black background and then faded. Two seconds later, the music did too. “Shit.” He grabbed a pen and scribbled something on a napkin. “Timing’s still off.”

Kira yawned so hard her jaw popped. “Only in one place. Easy fix. I’ll take care of it. Just give me an hour or two to sleep.” There was a futon in the corner of the studio with tangled sheets and pillows. Sometimes Scotty crashed there, sometimes she did. She took one last inhale on her cigarette and then stubbed it out too.

“No time,” Scotty said. “Deadline’s this afternoon.”

“I’ll have it done.”

He snorted. “No offense, March, but once your head hits the pillow, you’re done.”

“How would you know?”

He laughed and rolled his chair over to a second computer as the sun made its way over the mountains outside their warehouse. Kira propped her feet against the enormous work table, scattered with half-empty takeout containers, ripped scraps of paper, scripts folded and underlined and chewed up at the corners.

Nonstop work for almost a month. Writing, filming, cutting, editing, all in a mad rush to get ready for the upcoming San Francisco Shorts Film Festival. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d gotten a full night’s sleep. “You know you’ve ruined my social life, right?”

Scotty’s fingers moved over the keyboard. “Shit. What social life? You’re a hermit and you know it. Secretly, I think you like it.”

“You don’t know that.” She thought of the phone numbers she got at the coffee shop, the offers for movies, dinners or drinks, at least once a week. She had plenty of offers for a social life. She just chose to decline them. “I don’t tell you everything.”

He stopped typing and spun around in his chair. “Yeah, you do. And if you don’t, it’s not worth mentioning.” He winked, and Kira shook her head for the umpteenth time at the fact that Scotty’s good looks, chiseled and symmetric and goddamned perfect, were wasted on a guy who had no interest in her.

Or in women at all.

“I’ll tell you this much, my internal organs are bleeding a slow death from the diet we’ve been living on the last few months. Your liver’s gotta be shot.”

He shrugged and turned away. “Once I become as famous as Spielberg, I’ll buy you steak and caviar every day.”

“No you won’t.”

“You’re right. I won’t.” He pressed the power button, and the computer flicked off. “There. Now it’s finished.”

“You don’t want to watch it again?”

“I will. About four more times before I send it in.” He laced his fingers behind his head and leaned back in his chair. “I’m gonna say it again, March. You don’t have to be slumming with me or living on Chinese food and bad coffee. You’re so fucking talented, it breaks my heart.” He paused. “I know Neil called you. I know he offered you the production job. You can’t hide out here forever. Well, I guess technically you can, but you shouldn’t.”

“I’ll take a job in L.A. when I’m good and ready.” Which will be never.

“C’mon. You take even one of the gigs Neil’s offering, and we could have an actual studio to film in. A budget bigger than last month’s grocery bill. You don’t have to move there for good. You could split your time. Lots of people do.”

“It’s not an option, Scotty.” She stood and began to sweep garbage from the table into a trash bin.

He stood too. “Suit yourself. I’m just saying—”

Someone knocked on the door of the warehouse Scotty rented. A second later, the heavy outer door slid open, and Kira’s roommate Isha materialized in the sunlight. She pulled at a long black braid that hung over one shoulder. “You are still here. Good. I was getting worried.”

“You didn’t need to,” Kira said. “You knew we were here. It’s the only place we’ve been for the last month.”

“I know. But still. You never call or text me back.”

“Sorry. You know I’m a shit about that when I’m working.” Kira looked around for her phone, convinced she was the only breathing adult in any developed country who hated being attached to that thing. Half the time it went dead because she forgot to charge it, and the other half it was lying forgotten on the floor or shoved between couch cushions. “Want some coffee? I just started a new pot.”

“I thought you were trying to cut down.”

“I was. Except between working at a coffee shop and staying up every night until dawn working here, how is that supposed to happen?”

Isha looked around. “So? Is it done? Is it amazing? I gotta know if I’m living with the next Clint Eastwood or Steven Spielberg. Will it win?”

Scotty lit another cigarette. “Yup. No question.”

But Kira didn’t want to say a word either way and jinx it. Sphinx was the best thing she’d worked on in years. She’d known it would be, from the moment she read the script over eighteen months ago. Taut, biting, mysterious in just the right ways. She loved everything about the film. “I have no idea. It should.”

“But?”

“You know what it’s like. Too much relies on favoritism. Who’s due. And who’s sleeping with which producer.”

Scotty snorted. “She’s right.”

“Or who looks the best on the cover of People magazine?” Isha asked.

“Something like that.”

Isha leaned against the table and fussed with her braid. “Your boss called.”

“When?”

“Fifteen minutes ago. He wanted to know if you could work a double today. I told him I didn’t know what your schedule was like.”

Kira made a face. She already gave Permanent Addiction more time than she wanted to. Making cappuccino and serving biscotti wasn’t exactly her first career choice, though it paid the bills while she dabbled in production, nights and weekends.

“One phone call,” Scotty muttered.

“Huh?”

“Nothing.” Kira glared at him.

“We got a phone call the other day,” Scotty said. “Producer from L.A. He wants to hire Kira. He saw her work on one of my other films and wondered if she wanted a job. All she has to do is pick up the phone and call him back.”

“Oh, my God,” Isha said. “That’s amazing!”

Kira didn’t answer. There was no way she could explain to her friends how amazing it wasn’t. “It’s a low-man-on-the-totem-pole job. Entry level at best.”

“So? It’s L.A. The movie biz. You’re going to take it, right? I mean, that’s so cool. You could be working with legit stars.”

“She turned him down,” Scotty said.

“What? Why?” Isha’s eyes were saucers. “Why wouldn’t you want a job like that? It’s all you talk about, making movies. You know more about the industry than anyone I’ve ever met. I mean, it’s like your life. Isn’t it?”

It was and it wasn’t, and she couldn’t explain that, either. Kira jammed a sweater and her dead phone into a backpack and slipped it over her shoulders. “The pay was terrible.” She avoided making eye contact with either of them. She would never go back to that life. Not unless the universe shifted or hell froze over.

“But isn’t it more about getting your foot in the door? Meeting the right people and making connections? The pay would have to get better, if you were good at your job. And you’re great at it, Kira. I know you are.”

“See?” Scotty said. “Your roommate gets it. I get it. Everyone gets it except you.”

Kira set her jaw and pulled open the warehouse door. Sunlight blinded them. “I don’t care. I’m not ready to move to L.A., and I don’t want to talk about it anymore.”

––––––––
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HALF AN HOUR LATER, showered and feeling slightly more alive, Kira stepped from the bathroom into the kitchen of the apartment she and Isha shared.

“What the hell is that?”

“What?”

Isha pointed. “You got another one?”

Kira glanced down and ran a fingertip over the small black symbol on her hip. It peeked over the top of her boy shorts, two inches wide. It still stung, though she’d had it inked there almost a week ago.

“Oh. Yeah. Moment of weakness. And too much sangria with Scotty.”

“They’re not supposed to do it if you’re drunk.”

“I wasn’t, not really.” Just stupid. She’d given in to memory on whim and a dare, and for the first two days, she regretted the tattoo completely. She had a half-dozen others, but they didn’t have the significance this one did. She never let the past influence her decisions when it came to her ink. Most of the time, she had no desire to remember her life before she became Kira March.

Yet another reason not to consider that job offer. At all.

“What is it? Some kind of Chinese symbol?”

“Greek letters. ‘Gnothi sauton’,” Kira said, reading the words upside down.

“A sorority?”

“It’s a phrase that was carved into the temple of the Oracle at Delphi.” Why did I pick this one?

“What’s the Oracle at Delphi?”

“A woman back in ancient Greece who communicated with the gods. The words mean ‘know thyself’.”

“That’s pretty philosophical.”

“I guess.” She didn’t want to talk about it anymore. She knew damn well why she’d picked it, and she hated herself for it. I should forget him. He broke my heart. But the tattoo artist had scripted the tiny Greek letters perfectly, and now the entire phrase was branded to her skin. Forever. Like the blood in her veins, or the DNA that made up her genetic code.

Isha picked up the remote and pointed it at the television in the corner. “The View is doing their whole show on Edoardo Morelli this morning.” She propped her elbows on the countertop. “God, he’s gorgeous. Did you see him in Another Tomorrow?” She sighed. “I heard he has another movie coming out. I can’t wait. I don’t know if it’s in Italian or English, but I’ll tell you, I don’t even care. I’ll read subtitles all night long for that man. He’s so yummy, you know?”

“‘Yummy’? How old are you, twelve?”

“You know what I mean.” Isha looked from the television to Kira and then back. “If you took that job in L.A., maybe you’d run into him.”

Kira shivered. She couldn’t think of anything worse.

“Or maybe you’d get to work with him. You really don’t think he’s hot?”

“Nope.” The show’s hosts giggled and cooed as they watched a trailer for Morelli’s latest movie. Kira rolled her eyes. “Foreign good looks are overrated.”

Isha laughed. “Whatever. Not like you would kick him out of your bed.”

Kira didn’t answer. Her stomach went queasy, and she yanked up her boy shorts so her tattoo disappeared. Maybe she could get it removed.

Edoardo’s face filled the screen—dark eyes, dark hair with a touch of gray at the temples, laugh lines sketched across tanned skin. The camera zoomed in for another close-up, and Kira ducked into the bathroom to blow dry her hair and put on makeup. She wondered if it was time to start thinking about moving again. Four years was the longest she’d spent anywhere. Yuba City was a friendly town, Scotty was a dream to work with, and Isha was hands-down the nicest roommate she’d had.

But let’s be honest, she thought as she lined her eyes with heavy shadow and mascara. It’s only a matter of time. She was overstaying her welcome. Even if she never breathed a word about her past, some nosy asshole would dig it up. She stayed off social media, changed her phone number every few months, didn’t own a credit card. She never called home. She never laid claim to her legacy. But the world was too small, and technology was too damn powerful.

She needed to keep moving. Sooner or later, people would start stringing details together and find out who Kira March really was.
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STEELE TURNED ONTO the interstate and answered his phone as it buzzed a third time.

“You on your way to Napa Valley?” Not even a hello from his father. Typical.

“Yep.” He cut off a tractor-trailer and accelerated.

“You missed the morning meeting.”

“I know. Sorry. Had some kind of stomach bug last night. Just started feeling better a little while ago.”

His father harrumphed into the phone, as if they both knew that wasn’t what had kept Steele away from the office. “I want the story done by tonight.”

“I know. You told me the deadline five fucking times.”

“Watch your mouth.” Another harrumph, his father’s favorite way of communicating with him. “I wouldn’t have to tell you five times if you didn’t keep missing deadlines.”

Steele glanced into the rear-view mirror. He was tempted to pull over into one of the wineries and drink his way through the rest of the day. What difference would it make?

“Hope you’ve gotten something worth printing,” his father went on. “I want more than just a rehash of the damn movies she made forty years ago. Get her to talk about her son, her missing grandkid, something like that.”

“Francesca doesn’t talk about family.” Steele had pushed, but the woman was as tight-lipped as anyone he’d ever met when it came to talking about either her movie star son or her estranged granddaughter. He toed the gas. The sooner he got this last interview out of the way, the better.

“You get anything on record about Isabella?”

“Edoardo’s daughter? Nope.” Now that would be a story. The girl’s birth was as much of a mystery as her disappearance nearly seven years ago. By all accounts, she’d simply walked out the mansion’s back door one afternoon and never returned. The only thing authorities knew was there wasn’t any sign of foul play, and they’d never found a body to prove she’d died. Other than that, it was like Isabella Morelli had vanished from the face of the earth. Though Steele had asked Francesca about Isabella in ten different ways, he’d gotten little more than a verification of the facts everyone already knew.

“Yes, Edoardo was a fool who couldn’t keep his zipper closed.”

“Yes, he got a Greek woman pregnant when he was filming over there.”

“Yes, I adopted the baby and brought her back here to raise.”

“No, I have no idea where she is now.”

Steele figured Francesca must have paid that young Greek woman a ton of money—either that or killed her off altogether—because not a single person had ever been able to trace Isabella Morelli’s biological mother. Now that Isabella herself was gone, he doubted anyone ever would. Where the hell had she disappeared to, anyway? And why? Life in a mansion couldn’t have been that tough.

“See what you can do,” the older man said as the connection faded, though he sounded as if he knew his son wouldn’t be able to do much of anything at all.

Steele slowed as he turned off the highway. Each time he came up to Napa Valley, he tried to take a different path through town. This time, he’d marked out a route that wound past the Truchard Vineyards. If he had any time after the interview, he’d swing by a couple of the spas in Calistoga, too. The shots would be fantastic in the afternoon light. Screw his vow to put photography on the back burner—it was the only thing that made him feel half-alive, most days. Writing might pay the bills, but taking pictures...well, it stoked his soul. Kept him going.

He crested a hill and braked. Five hundred yards away, waves of purple and green laced into a tapestry that caught the sun. Low brick buildings hugged the earth. A cloud covered the sun, darkening the view, then moved away again. For a moment all he did was stare, gaze narrowed, as he assessed the possibilities. Then he grabbed his camera, hopped out, and took a series of shots. Three cars drove around him and kicked up dust. Two laid on their horns. None slowed or stopped.

They’re all missing out. Or they’ve seen it so many times before they’ve stopped noticing altogether. He wondered how that was possible—to stop seeing the things in front of you every single day. To turn blind after a while. He couldn’t imagine it. Watching the world through frames, capturing it in just the right moment and just the right light, was a high he’d never found anywhere else. Certainly not writing for the paper. And though he’d asked more than once, his father refused to send him out as a photographer.

“Like I haven’t put in my time. Like I didn’t study it in college.” He switched to black-and-white film and took a few more shots before climbing back into his car. He’d been a communications major, for fuck’s sake, and that had included a minor in photography. He’d spent a summer in Italy, subscribed to every photography journal he could get his hands on. And he practiced. He honed his eye every damn day that passed.

But none of that mattered to his father, who would probably always see Steele as a kid who couldn’t keep his pants zipped or his deadlines met. I don’t care, he said more than once. A picture isn’t worth a thousand words. It’s worth no words at all.

According to his father, photography was a hobby, and not a very good one, at that. If Steele wanted to spend the rest of his life working for the family business, it wouldn’t be taking pictures. It would be writing, and maybe managing one day when his old man died. Until then, he might as well shut up about wanting anything other than the job that had been waiting for him since the day he was born. His great-grandfather had started The Chronicle, and it was up to every male Walker that came after him to carry on.

But as far as Steele was concerned, legacies were shit when it came down to it.

He got back on the road. Twenty minutes later, he pulled up to Francesca Morelli’s front gate and buzzed.

“Name and ID, please.”

“Steele Walker. From The Chronicle. I have an appointment.” He’d been to the Morelli mansion four times in the last month, driving the same car and arriving at the same time, but he got the same questions no matter what. A couple of years ago, some teenagers had done a nice graffiti number on the granite patio. Since then, her property was surrounded with a wrought-iron fence along one side and a moat on the other three. Of course, only the fence was new; the moat had always been there. Francesca had the thing commissioned when she first designed the house almost forty years ago.

“A moat,” he said aloud. Ridiculous. But then, if he had that kind of money, he supposed he’d throw it away in crazy ways too.

Steele waited as the gates swung open, then eased his convertible through the oak trees that lined the hundred-yard brick driveway. At the very end sat the Morelli estate. Four-storied, with wings that fanned out to either side, it was a great gray goliath trimmed in black. Part stone, part solid wood, it sat on the ten-acre property with over forty rooms and grand staircases and wide hallways that connected them all.

No working fireplaces—Francesca told him once she was deathly afraid of fire— but three chimneys rose from nowhere and vented nothing. Exquisitely designed windows looked out on the road, and massive front doors opened onto a sweeping stone stoop. Rumor was the place had a complex tunnel system running out to the road, but he hadn’t seen a hint of where it might disappear from or emerge to.

A knock on the door, a brief hello to the butler, and Steele found himself sitting opposite Francesca Morelli in a front parlor that must have registered ninety degrees. Sweat dribbled down the back of his neck, while the aging film star sat wrapped in something that looked like yellow cashmere.
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